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It is generally understood that the Book of Revelation was written to comfort Christians as they 
underwent persecution.  Last session we talked about Emperor Domitian and his role in 
persecuting the followers of Christ.   
 
Another theory is that the Book of Revelation was composed in the context of internal conflicts 
within the Christian community of Asia Minor.  The major conflict centered on whether to 
engage with (or withdraw from) the larger non-Christian community.  No matter where the 
conflicts stemmed from the book offers a balance between the reality of the times (or of all 
humanity) and words of hope.   
 
These seven churches are linked by a circular road.  Even their order follows that path.  Last 
week the question was asked about the absence of Jerusalem in this list of seven.  In the Book 
of Revelation the term New Jerusalem appears twice.  We will talk about it in a later session.   



In general it is a symbolic city that represents Christians who will go to heaven to be with Christ 
in the Kingdom of God.  This group of followers is also known as the bride of Christ.   
 
REVELATION 2:1-7 (EPHESUS) 
About Ephesus: It was an important center for early Christianity.  St. Paul lived in Ephesus for a 
few years.  Due to his presence and his zeal to proclaim the gospel it is likely a large number of 
Ephesians converted to Christianity.  Between 53 and 57 AD we assume Paul wrote 1 
Corinthians from Ephesus.  Later one of the followers of Paul wrote a letter to the Ephesians. 
 
In the early 2nd century the church at Ephesus was still important enough to be recognized by 
Bishop Ignatius of Antioch.  He opened his letter to them with these words – 

Ignatius, who is also called Theophorus (God-bearer), to the Church which is at Ephesus, in 
Asia,  deservedly most happy, being blessed in the greatness and fullness of God the Father, 
and predestinated before the beginning of time, that it should be always for an enduring 
and unchangeable glory.   

 
About the message in Revelation: It is addressed to the angel of a church that has fallen.  The 
message comes from Christ who is present among all these churches.  He walks in the midst of 
the seven lampstands (or churches) just as God walked in the Garden of Eden when Adam and 
Eve disobeyed God.  We learn that God is the judge of all the world and knows them well.  
Those who read the message are to be faithful amid their work, tribulation, and hardships.  
Christ stands in their midst both as judge and comforter.   
 
Endurance is defined here as persistence in faith.  It is needed when all appears to be lost and 
there seems to be no good reason to continue.  The angel of the church is congratulated at one 
point for not putting up with evil people and for testing the prophets to see which were 
proclaiming the true gospel and which were filling the people with false testimonies.       
 
The compliment is followed by a critical evaluation.  The major indictment is that the angel has 
lost its love.  The angel of the church in Ephesus needed to be warned of the dangers of falling 
away.  We also see the first of the insistent commands to repent.  What is required is for them 
to return to where they were in terms of their faith.   
 
REVELATION 2:8-11 (SMYRNA) 
About Smyrna: The precise year when Christianity spread in Smyrna is unknown.  It was more 
than likely introduced by St. Paul or one of his companions.  By the end of the 1st century the 
city already hosted a small Christian community which was led by one named Ariston.  He was 
allegedly an eyewitness and disciple of Jesus and a companion of John the Elder.  Around 110 
AD Ignatius of Antioch also wrote to the people of Smyrna and it bishop, Polycarp.  From the 
time of the early church Smyrna was seen as part of the wider metropolis of Ephesus.   
 
 
 



Who is John the Elder?  It is assumed that he was one of the twelve apostles of Jesus.  He was 
the youngest of the group and the son of Zebedee and Salome.  It was the Church Fathers who 
identified him as John the Elder and testified that he outlived the other apostles.  It is also 
assumed that he was the only one to die of natural causes.   
 
About the message in Revelation: The address to the angel of the church in Smyrna comes from 
One who is both eternal and who has died and is alive again.  The letter is written to a church 
that is undergoing affliction.  In their suffering they are in the same situation as John himself.   
 
Satan is introduced for the first time.  In the vision that comes later we will learn that Satan has 
been thrown out of heaven and will be bound in prison.  His presence now on earth is to be 
expected.  Like John (who is reassured by the touch and words of comfort by the risen Christ) 
the angel receives words of reassurance in the midst of suffering.  The devil is about to throw 
some of the members into prison where testing will take place.  This testing will be limited and 
therefore endurable.  What counts is one’s ultimate destiny and integrity (whatever the cost). 
 

     REVELATON 2:12-17 (PERGAMUM) 
     About Pergamum: It served as the capital  
     of Asia Minor for over 25 years and was an  
     important religious center for a number of  
     pagan cults.       
 
     It was the first city in Asia to build a temple  
     to Caesar.  One ancient writer said the city  
     was given to idolatry more than all Asia.   

 
The Book of Acts makes no mention of the founding of this church.  According to Acts 16:7-8 
Paul passed through the region where Pergamum was located while in his second missionary 
journey.  But there is no record that Paul either preached the gospel or found a church there 
during that time.  Most likely Paul founded this church during his ministry at Ephesus.   
 
Given the fact that the city represented the epitome of Hellenistic culture it is not surprising 
that early Christians viewed it as a stronghold of all that was loathsome.   Antipas, a Christian 
bishop of Pergamum, was believed to have been martyred there at the end of the 1st century 
AD.  The Biblical reference to the city is reflective of the general tension between Christian and 
pagan communities. 
 
About the message in Revelation: The address to the angel in Pergamum picks up the reference 
to the sword that proceeds from the mouth of the Son of Man in 1:16.  The sword functions as 
a means of guiding the nations.  There is an opening commendation as in the previous letters.  
The angel dwells where the throne of Satan resides.  As already noted the presence of Satan in 
Pergamum is no surprise although the angel of the church appears under particular threat 
because of emperor worship.  Despite the environment the angel holds fast to the name of 
Christ and refuses to deny its faith.   



But the angel is held responsible for a group of people who need to repent.  Their repentance 
would avoid war on the offenders.  In the Old Testament Balaam led Israel astray so that people 
joined themselves to Baal (Numbers 25:1-2) and so engaged in idolatry.  In the Book of 
Revelation the contemporary Balaams are persuading people to eat food sacrificed to idols and 
to commit fornication.   
 
While Balaam became a type of a deceiver throughout Revelation in Numbers 23-24 Balaam is 
presented in a slightly better light.  Balaam steadfastly refused to curse Israel despite the 
urgent demands of Balak.  And Balaam is also presented as having insight into divine wisdom 
(enabling him to predict the future of Israel).  This is the first in a number of places in Revelation 
where in the midst of a strong dualistic contrast between good and evil the evil figures turn out 
to be highly ambiguous.   
 
REVELATION 2:18-29 (THYATIRA) 
About Thyatira: In early Christian times the city was home to a significant Christian community.  
Paul and Silas might have visited Thyatira during the second or third missionary journey as 
outlined in Acts 16:13-16.  They visited several small unnamed towns in the general vicinity 
during the second journey.  While in Philippi Paul and Silas stayed with a women named Lydia 
from Thyatira (who continued to help them even after they were jailed). 
 
About the message in Revelation: The message to the angel of the church in Thyatira is the 
longest of the seven.  It comes from the Son of God (a term used only here in the Book of 
Revelation) and picks up the reference to the eyes and feet of the Son of Man in the initial 
vision.  The angel is commended in terms similar to those of previous letters but with the 
addition of service.  Unlike the angel of Ephesus the situation for this angel has improved.   
 
The commendation is followed by criticism of its tolerance of Jezebel.  The term beguiling is 
seen as an activity of Satan.  Deception is the mark of false prophets.  Those who commit 
adultery with her or who have engaged in acts of compromise with her are threatened with 
death.  Their fate is a warning to the churches that the risen Christ is not an absent Lord but 
one who knows the very secrets of all and judges them accordingly. 
 
Mystery and knowledge are useless and corrupting when separated from appropriate behavior.  
Conquering the evil means to hold fast to what you have until the end.   
 
REVELATION 3:1-6 (SARDIS) 
About Sardis: Tradition states that Sardis was the first in its area to be converted by the 
preaching of the apostle John.  It also may have been the first city that rebelled against 
Christianity and of the first that was laid in its ruins.  The inhabitants were viewed dimly by their 
contemporaries for their voluptuous life.   
 
 
 
 



     Melito of Sardis was a bishop who was regarded as one of the  
     greatest Christian thinkers, writers, and apologists of his time.   
     He is known for his Apology for Christianity that was sent to  
     Emperor Marcus Aurelius regarding the persecution of Christians.   
  
     He is also known for his advocacy of celebrating Easter at the  
     same time as the Jewish Passover in order to maintain the 
     relationship between Judaism and Christianity.   
 
     At the same time he was criticized for his claims that the Jews  
     killed Christ (an argument used to justify persecution of the Jews  
     in his time).     

 
About the message in Revelation: This letter to Sardis (another city that received a letter from 
Ignatius on his way to martyrdom at the beginning of the 2nd century) comes from the one who 
holds the seven spirits of God.  That Christ holds the seven stars (which are the angels of the 
churches) is a reminder that the rule of the angels is bounded by the oversight of the Son of 
Man.  In this case an initial commendation is omitted and a negative comment is offered 
immediately.   
 
The call to remember sets the present in the context of the past.  The consequences of not 
being alert are illustrated by the metaphor of the thief.  The threat of that which is to come 
seems to be an anticipation of the terrible judgment unleashed by the Lamb. 
 
A compliment is now paid to the angel.  A few in Sardis have not defiled their robes and they 
are identified with the Lamb.  The conquest leads to sharing in the privilege of wearing white 
robes as it is a mark of their proximity to the throne.  Christ is described as a heavenly scribe 
with the right to erase names from the book of life.  The criterion for being named in the book 
of life is one’s works (specifically whether one had resisted being deceived by the beast).   
 
REVELATION 3:7-13 (PHILADELPHIA) 
About Philadelphia: It was one of the oldest dioceses of Asia Minor and was established during 
the 1st century AD.  In 133 BC the city passed into the control of the Romans.  It was during the 
few centuries before Christ that Jewish families settled into the cities of western Asia Minor.  It 
is assumed that apostles such as St. Paul and John the Evangelist visited, labored, and 
established the first Christian churches there.  Once more Ignatius of Antioch visited the city on 
his trip to his martyrdom in Rome.  From 325 AD it was the see of a bishop and was under the 
jurisdiction of the metropolitan of Sardis.   
 
About the message in Revelation: The privilege granted the Holy One to open and close leads 
into the reference to an open door.  The image of a closed door will form part of the challenge 
to the angel of Laodicea.  Christ stands outside the door knocking and seeks entrance.  It is an 
open door that will introduce a new dimension of the vision of John.   



The privilege afforded John to enter, to see, and to enjoy the glory of God is now accorded to 
the least promising of the angels.  It is a promise from Christ to an angel who is weak.   
 
As in 2:9 the synagogue of Satan reappears.  In 3:9 the synagogue of Satan was guilty of 
blasphemy.  Here they are lying and placing themselves in the same category as the deceivers 
who appear later in the vision and are to be excluded from the New Jerusalem because of it.  A 
promise is made that members of the synagogue of Satan will be compelled to come to the 
angel and worship.  The use of the word worship is striking because it is used in the Book of 
Revelation only for the true worship of God or for false worship of the beast and Satan.  This 
kind of homage (which is due to God) will be enjoyed by the angel of Philadelphia.     
 
Verse 9 is a demonstration of the peculiar affection God has for the angel of the church.  It is 
striking in this context because the tenderness and graciousness of God is not always evident 
immediately.  The angel is urged to hang on to ensure the bestowal of its crown.  The promise 
to this weak angel is that the one who conquers will become a pillar in the temple of God.  The 
one who conquers never has to leave the temple and so is free from the threat posed by those 
outside.  The climax of the apocalypse is alluded to in verse 12.  The name of God will be on 
their foreheads.  In addition to the name of God there is the name of the city and Christ’s new 
name.   
 
REVELATION 3:14-22 (LAODICEA) 
About Laodicea: With its large Jewish community, Laodicea became very early a seat of 
Christianity.  The Epistle to the Colossians mentions the city as one of the communities of 
concern for St. Paul.  It sends greetings from a certain Epaphras from Colossae who worked 
hard for the Christians of the three Phrygian cities of Colossae, Laodicea, and Hierapolis.  If the 
Colossian epistle is genuinely by Paul then this would indicate a Christian presence in the city as 
early as 50 BC.   
 
About the message in Revelation: This is the most negative letter of all.  As elsewhere, 
knowledge of the angel’s deeds anticipates a negative comment.  The angel is described as 
neither cold nor hot but lukewarm.  In the Book of Revelation we see how important it is to 
choose and not sit on the fence.  Although the message has nothing by way of commendation it 
still manages to indicate the love of Christ for the angel and the reality of the present Christ 
waiting to eat with them.  It is the only place in the Book of Revelation that hints of pre-
existence.  It links the text with the wisdom literature of Proverbs.   
 
Like the angel at Sardis (which had a reputation for life but in fact was dead) the Laodicean 
angel brags of its wealth.  In the Book of Revelation it is the rich and those who have become 
wealthy who are particularly under the wrath of the Lamb.  The nakedness of the angel 
anticipates the fate of Babylon.  The address to the angel repeats the importance of white 
robes to clothe nakedness.   
 
 



The Son of Man explicitly offers words of counsel.  True wealth comes from the Son of Man.  
The Son of Man describes himself as standing outside the door (seeking entry just as Wisdom 
seeks to call people and just as the beloved seeks entry).  Those who open the door recognize 
his voice and they can share a meal with him.  In contrast to the afflicted John (to whom a door 
opens in heaven) the door of the angel of the Laodicea church is closed and needs to be opened 
to the one standing outside.   
 
Throughout the Book of Revelation John hears the voice, responds to it, and writes what he 
sees.  That same responsiveness is demanded in order to share a common meal with the Son of 
Man and in anticipation of the final messianic meal when Christ comes.  As we will see in 
Chapter 5 the conquest of the Lamb as a result of suffering equips it to share in the throne of 
God.   
 
Reflection  
It is important to pay attention to the context.   
We see the weakness and fallibility of Smyrna and Philadelphia. 
We see the complacency and compromise of Laodicea and Pergamum.   
There is no guarantee that people will hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
 
Two churches receive unequivocally positive addresses (Smyrna and Philadelphia).  They are 
fragile (like the crucified Christ) whose resurrection is offered as a source of hope.  Even the 
most negative letter to the Laodiceans indicates the love of Christ for the church.  The 
messages offer a balance of affirmation and correction (challenge and comfort).   
 
Summary of the messages to the seven churches – 

Loss of first love   Ephesus    
Persecution    Smyrna   
Compromising too much  Pergamum  
True and false prophecies Thyatira   
Fragments of hope  Sardis    
Being lukewarm   Laodicea    
 

The messages to the angels suggest that there are limits to how much the churches should 
compromise with contemporary culture.  God stands over humanity and points to other norms 
besides those to which nature and society give expression.  The Book of Revelation is about the 
exercise of power and not primarily about the manifestation of divine love.   
 
A theme that runs through the messages is the need for endurance.   
Resistance is required in order to endure.   
 
Next Session on February 1 
Chapters 4 through 8:5 

 


